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Introduction

In August of 1830 John Dunmore Lang, the founder of the Presbyterian Church in Australia and one of most prominent public figures in the colony of New South Wales, was sailing for Britain to drum up support for the first Presbyterian school in Sydney. As bad luck would have it, just off the North Cape of New Zealand his ship ran into a violent storm, which lasted for over a week. While the raging waves buffeted the fragile cutter within sight of the misty mountain ranges, Lang’s thoughts turned to the subject, which had been preoccupying him for some time. As his eyes roved along the distant fog-bound peaks his mind dwelled on the progress of the missionary enterprise and the best means of civilising the “heathen” of this most distant outpost of the British Empire. His musings and reflections eventually coalesced into the following effusive verse, written in the form of a dialogue between himself and an imaginary “sage” or a natural philosopher.


How shall we tame thee, man of blood?

How shall they wild Antarctic isle,

Won by philanthropy of God,

With British arts and science smile?

How shall New Zealand’s sons embrace

The habits of a happier race?



The poem then continues for several more stanzas in which Lang derides “agriculture” as an ineffectual means of “taming” the recalcitrant Antipodean “savage”, while insisting that only the Gospel could “put to shame the wisest sage, [a]nd civilize the rudest horde”. “European arts” are also rejected as futile. Neither the “great sledge-hammer” nor “the axe, the chisel and the saw”, argues Lang, would ever be able to civilise “the savage lands” on their own. Civilisation without Christian faith could not pave the way for “the religion, peace, and law”.1

A decade and a half later Lang would reprint the truncated version of the poem in his Cooksland by way of introduction to the German Mission to the Aborigines at Moreton Bay, having deleted all references to New Zealand and adapted it to the Australian context. Now it was the turn of “Australia’s sons” to “embrace the habits of their civilised European brethren, who, like the Maori, were first to be Christianised before they could hope to become a “happier race” in their own right.2 Lang never explicitly names the attributes of a happier race but by examining the last stanza it becomes clear that the British are that happy race and that their happiness is inextricable from and contingent on Christianity. For it was Christianity that Lang credited with the rise and progress of “arts and science” and not vice versa. To a pious Protestant dissenter, especially a Presbyterian minister, to think otherwise would have been tantamount to heresy if not atheism.3 This was entirely in keeping with the evangelical character of the Enlightenment, which took root in Glasgow largely through the efforts of John Anderson, Professor of Natural Philosophy at the University of Glasgow, whose ideas found particular resonance among the mercantile and artisan elites.4 Lang’s father, as a member of the petite bourgeoisie and a skilled craftsman, was likely to have been one of those men who upheld the evangelical spirit of the Scottish Enlightenment subsequently transmitting it to his son, whose rational evangelicalism was further reinforced while he was at the University of Glasgow studying divinity.5

Lang envisioned Australia’s future as an important hub for the diffusion of the Enlightenment across the Antipodes, which would radiate “British arts and sciences” across the southernmost reaches of the Empire. His vision of the future of the region is that of continuous progress and improvement. Like other Scottish leading thinkers with Calvinist background, who believed in the biblical concept of humanity’s fall and asserted that “[s]ociety cannot risk sitting back on its laurels after congratulating itself on having made progress”,6 Lang was a stalwart defender of human advancement and grounded in “enlightened” Christianity.

But putting his religiosity to one side, there is much in Cooksland that betrays Lang’s Enlightenment credentials, which cannot be easily obscured either by his frequent evocations of God or ubiquitous biblical quotes. In the chapter that precedes his account of the German mission, Lang engages with Hume and refers to Helvetius to support his view that the perceived “backwardness” of the Aborigines was “the natural result of their peculiar circumstances, and not of any radical and original inferiority in that race”.7 The very fact that Lang continues to reference and take the likes of Hume to task over his racialist categorising in the late 1840s aptly highlights the unbroken continuity between the ideas developed in the mid-1750s, during the heyday of the Scottish Enlightenment, and Lang’s own conviction of the improvability of human nature irrespective of race and colour. What is also very remarkable is that despite his ecclesiastic background he structures his argument without recourse to the Scriptures and the monogenist biblical interpretation of human diversity. This again was not inconsistent with the character of the Scottish Enlightenment, during which modern secular theories were transmitted to the public both from church pulpits and university lecterns, while many Scottish intellectuals were also prominent members of the clergy. Famously, Hugh Blair, who rubbed shoulders with the likes of Hume, Smith and Ferguson, was simultaneously the minister of St Giles Church in Edinburgh and professor of rhetoric at the city’s university. William Robertson, similarly, was both Principal of the University of Edinburgh, historiographer royal for Scotland and ordained minister in the local church.

The overall picture of Lang’s writing output, in terms of its subject matter and argumentation, bespeaks a mind broad and flexible enough to comfortably accommodate his Christian beliefs and secular reason, as long as the former remained within the bounds of the latter. It is a trait shared by many of his educated contemporaries, which illustrates how the influences of the classical Enlightenment spilled over the temporary boundaries of the long eighteenth century8 without losing much of their validity and pertinence in the early Victorian period.

If we were to agree with those historians who argue that the Scottish Enlightenment died out as late as 1820, this places Lang’s pre-emigration life almost entirely within the bounds of the late Scottish Enlightenment.9 Then his most active and productive years, spent mostly in Australia, passed in its afterglow, which, as far as Australia was concerned, proceeded unabated as the social and economic development of the colonies continued to gather pace. Not unlike eighteenth-century Scotland, which was the epitome of social progress in northern Europe, the improvement-obsessed Australia of the mid-nineteenth century was a country engaged in the pursuit of material advancement. During this period of rapid economic growth and relative general prosperity, accompanied by urban expansion and agricultural improvement, Australia in more than one way replicated the experience of southern Scotland a century earlier. In Australia the pursuit of modernity, as one of the signal features of the Enlightenment, took some time to take root, but once it did, primarily through the efforts of the early governors and especially the indefatigable Lachlan Macquarie, the country became the testing ground for the central Enlightenment theory of progress. Neither the land nor its original inhabitants were exempt from participating in this extraordinary experiment, whose main objective, as envisioned by the experimenters, was the improvement of the two. The reclamation of dormant “waste lands” for agriculture and reclamation of the Aborigines from barbarism as two principal strands of the “civilising” project in Australia were at odds with each other almost from the very moment the British set foot in New Holland. The former eventually triumphed over the latter, significantly undermining the Enlightenment-inspired belief in the universal improvability of humankind. The publication of Robert Knox’s The Races of Men in 1850, soon followed by Darwin’s epoch-making On the Origin of Species, dealt a nearly fatal blow to the theory of the inherent unity and equality of humanity, confirming to many the validity of Herbert Spencer’s earlier socio-economic theory that only the fittest races and nations would survive.10

Lang’s poem, besides providing me with a fitting subtitle for this book, also, to some extent enabled me to develop its structure and the main line of argument, which centres on the significance of the Enlightenment theory of stadial social progress in early Australian history. Consequently, this book constitutes an attempt to investigate the influence of this theory on the character of the “civilising mission” in early colonial Australia by tracing its presence in the various “civilising” attempts undertaken between 1788 and 1850.11 This monograph, however, does not seek to untangle the whole intricate web of the Enlightenment-inspired theories that affected European efforts to “civilise” the Aborigines, instead overwhelmingly focusing on the impact of the notion of the stadial evolution of humankind. While surveying only major “civilising” attempts, I try to highlight the influence of certain tenets of the theory on such efforts. I neither strive to dissect the intellectual links between humanitarianism and Enlightenment thought, nor do I aim to re-evaluate the history of indigenous protection in Australia. These subjects being too profound and complex in their own right ought to be examined in separate monographs to do them proper justice. I make these caveats explicitly clear not simply to protect myself against potential accusations of intellectual shoddiness but to preclude my readers from forming a false expectation that they are about to be treated to a grand, sweeping narrative of the rise of the Enlightenment in Australia. Rather, this book represents but a narrow vignette of this very complex and multifaceted phenomenon that for better or worse was transplanted to the shores of New Holland in 1788.

In its present form, the book represents a syncretic marriage of several strands of historiography including the history of the European and British Enlightenment in particular, Christian missions, philanthropic movement and race set against the background of the changing philosophical and religious landscape of the period under consideration. Although this monograph builds on the generally accepted proposition that the Enlightenment “shepherded in modernity”12 in Australia, it also, in part, examines the intellectual foundations of this Enlightenment-inspired obsession with progress and improvement and how it informed the treatment of Aboriginal people.

Another important qualifier is necessary with respect to the geographical setting of this book. Although in the title I refer to Australia, which may cause some readers to assume that I will be covering the whole of the continent, factually I discuss the events taking place in what is now New South Wales and Victoria. It would interest the reader to know that prior to the 1810s, when Matthew Flinders sought to popularise the Latin Terra Australis or “southern land”, from which “Australia” derives its present name, the continent was known as New Holland. Even after 1824 when New Holland was officially renamed as Australia, many continued to use the former appellation.13 Ever since its foundation in 1788 and until the late 1850s, when independent Victoria began to reap the benefits of the gold rush, New South Wales remained the wealthiest and the most populous of the Australian colonies.

New South Wales was not only the first British colony in Australia, it was also the only European colony on the continent until 1825 when Van Diemen’s Land, now called Tasmania, politically separated from it, thus becoming a colony in its own right with its own Executive and Legislative Councils. Victoria, then known as the Port Phillip District, gained its independence from its mother colony in 1851 to be followed by Queensland in 1859. If you hail from New Zealand you may be surprised to learn that your own sovereign nation was briefly governed from Sydney between 1840 and 1841. As a result of my decision to include only the two states mentioned in the preceding paragraph within the limited scope of this book, I will not be discussing the “civilising” experiment at Wybalenna on Flinders Island or other similar attempts undertaken in South Australia or Western Australia during the period in question. It has never been my intention to present an exhaustive list of all “civilising” efforts. The various attempts to “civilise” and Christianise the Aborigines described in this monograph should provide the reader with sufficient information to understand how they arose and concluded, as well as how they were influenced by the theory of social progress. Furthermore, in Chapter 3, where I discuss the efforts to convert Aboriginal people to Christianity, I concentrate exclusively on Anglican and British Protestant missionary societies. Therefore both the Zion Hill Mission initiated by the already mentioned Dunmore Lang and conducted by German Lutheran missionaries at Moreton Bay (1838–1848) as well as the first Roman Catholic Mission in Australia on Stradbroke Island (1843–1846) lie outside the purview of this book.

I am acutely aware of the ambivalence that the Enlightenment as a movement often associated with European imperialism provokes among those who regards all aspects and consequences of European colonialism, willy-nilly responsible for the spread of Enlightenment ideas, in overwhelmingly negative terms.14 Such an attitude apart from being unhelpful and rather simplistic is also incorrect. Whereas it is difficult to deny that some imperial agents resorted to Enlightenment theories as a blueprint for their civilising schemes, it would be misleading to characterise the Enlightenment as an engine of European expansion, since the latter predates the Enlightenment by at least three centuries. The Iberian colonialism of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, for example, stemmed from the desire of Spain and Portugal to acquire colonies and exploit them for their resources rather than from the lofty aspirations to propagate European culture and Christianity. Their experience in the Americas, however, greatly augmented the amount of empirical knowledge about the previously unknown parts of the world, thus providing the Scottish theorists with new ethnographic facts, from which they drew some of their crucial conclusions. Sankar Muthu in his Enlightenment against Empire identifies the presence of a broad anti-imperialist strand in the writings of the eighteenth-century philosophers, who constructed very complex and multifaceted arguments against imperialism. Throughout his book he convincingly argues that, “a significant group of European political thinkers rejected imperialism outright as unworkable, dangerous and immoral”.15

For a number of decades colonialism has been a political hot potato. The recent controversy surrounding Nigel Biggar, a Regius professor of theology at Oxford University, who called for an even-handed reassessment of colonial history and as a result was pilloried by his colleagues for holding “complacent, even celebratory” views of empire, perfectly illustrates the point.16 When writing this book I did not set out to create a paean to either the Enlightenment or empire. I, like most historians, regard it as my primary task to explain why people, in my case the British officials and missionaries, acted in the ways they did and what they strove to attain. Nonetheless, to some of my readers this book may come across as too European-centric or Anglo-centric. I would like to remind my readers that this monograph essentially represents an exploration of European ideas and actions, and while I do frequently mention Aboriginal people, I have not set out to write an Aboriginal history. This partially explains the fact that I have not afforded more prominence to Aboriginal voices. At best this book sheds light on but a very narrow facet of the early Aboriginal-European encounters. A number of Australian historians drawing inspiration from the Subaltern School and Edward Said’s postcolonial critique have already succeeded in highlighting Aboriginal agency in settler-Indigenous interactions and should be referred to for more Indigenous-centric perspectives.17 While doing so, they, like myself, frequently drew on European sources tainted by parti pris and personal agendas, which either deliberately distorted, or, since the majority of Europeans in Australia were almost totally ignorant of the indigenous languages, misconstrued Aboriginal oral testimony. As I, unlike some of my Australian counterparts, do not possess the requisite knowledge of the Aboriginal languages, lore and traditions to authenticate beyond reasonable doubt the veracity of the statements attributed to Aboriginal speakers, I do not consider myself equal to the task of separating the wheat of the genuine Indigenous voices from the chaff of European misrepresentations. I hope my reluctance to venture into the unfamiliar to me terrain would not be held against me.

Contemporary historians on the whole concur that there was never a monolithic “Enlightenment project”, but multiple Enlightenments defined by their national and geographical contexts. Therefore, depending on location, the Enlightenment could assume a conservative, materialist, religious, moderate or a radical guise.18 The Enlightenment in Australia was predominantly materialistic, agrarian and centred on the reclamation of what was regarded as wastelands at the expense of the dispossessed and excluded Indigenous people. This, in part, explains why most Australian scholars have given the subject a wide berth, for anyone attempting to tackle themes, tainted even by indirect association with the injustices of colonialism, while the process of national reconciliation is still on-going, runs the potential risk of stirring up an unwelcome controversy. As a result, the evaluation of the Enlightenment’s overall impact on Australian history by Australian historians has been, on the whole, somewhat patchy and peremptory.

As an intellectual and philosophical movement that shaped modernity, the Enlightenment has been subject to a comprehensive reappraisal over the past several decades in both British and American historiography.19 The Scottish Enlightenment, in particular, as a subfield, represents a burgeoning area of research.20 Apart from its crucial input into the formulation of stadial theories, the Scottish Enlightenment is often credited with helping to legitimise polygenist speculations and thus creating the foundation for nineteenth-century racism. Kames, Pinkerton and to some extent Hume, indeed questioned the unity of humankind derived from the monogenist interpretation of the Bible. But such speculations existed on only “the margins of the British Enlightenment” and did not reflect the largely non-racialist tenor of the movement, which regarded human diversity primarily as “the product of history, of the accelerations, delays, and particular (natural) conditions”.21 To the British and Scottish Enlightenment theorists, in particular, the outward appearance and facial complexion of various peoples were secondary considerations. What mattered to them more was their place on the ladder of civilisation exemplified by their manners, religious beliefs, material progress, legal institutions, position of women in such societies, etc.

Interestingly enough, the majority of Scottish thinkers, despite their manifest reluctance to challenge the biblical accounts of Creation, rarely appealed to the classical concept of the Great Chain of Being, previously embraced by mediaeval Church Fathers, as a way to account for human variety. To the likes of Millar, Ferguson and Stewart, who espoused environmental determinism, the main sources of human diversity were predominately climate and terrain, the former, however, “occupied an uncertain role in the four-stages theory”.22 Race, as such, did not confer any special advantages on any particular people. Neither was it seen as representing a hindrance for their development. The cultural and material accomplishments of the ancient non-European civilisations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, as well as of eighteenth-century India and China, amply demonstrated that other races were equally capable of advancement and could form distinct and mature civilisations. Such conclusions, grounded in the written testimony of contemporary travellers, rather than the theological tenets of the overly speculative theory of the Great Chain of Being, had a more direct bearing on the character of the civilising mission in Australia, In this respect, my view with regard to its influence on the theoretical underpinnings of the civilising mission is at variance with those Australian scholars, who regard this theory as a significant epistemological reference point for the Britons’ conceptualisation of the “other”.23

Whereas Christianity in its Anglican form was indeed the dominant European creed in early Australia, having been brought there “as part of the apparatus of law and order”,24 its power over the minds of the transportees and those who guarded them should not be overestimated. Neither should we expect the barely literate people, who had suffered the misfortune of being exiled for crimes often committed out of poverty and ignorance to be able to deploy such relatively esoteric constructs as the Great Chain of Being as they formed their opinion of the Aborigines as fellow human beings, whom they soon came to regard as inferior to themselves.25 Inga Clendinnen goes even further to suggest that “[t]o some convicts, possibly to many, they were animals, to be pillaged and punished at will”.26

It also seems doubtful that the Biblical story of the “Curse of Ham” (Genesis 9, verses 20–27) was such a major factor in determining the early colonists’ attitudes towards native Australians. The centrality of the “Curse” as a justification for the system of Transatlantic African slavery is hard to dispute.27 In Australia, however, where slavery was never allowed to take root, its influence appears to be marginal, figuring, perhaps, more prominently in the minds of those who had been transported or emigrated from the slave-owning regions of the United States and the West Indies. Only educated laypeople, Anglican and Catholic clergy, or trained missionaries referred to New Hollanders as “progeny of Ham”, whereas to the majority of lay Europeans they were first and foremost “savages”. The disparaging label, however, bore no relation to their skin colour, for savagery, as a notion, represented the absence of refinement and civilisation. As a pre-literate, pre-agricultural, semi-nomadic, unclad people, unfamiliar with the art of making pottery or even boiling water, and unable to count beyond three or four, the Aborigines did not meet the European definition of being civilised. Neither, it must be pointed out, did the ancient Britons, whom their enlightened eighteenth-century posterity regarded if not as savages then definitely as barbarians. The two categories had come to represent the first and the second rungs of the ladder of human civilisation and were equally applicable to both existing and defunct peoples, white and non-white.28 For instance British travellers to Russia throughout the nineteenth century routinely referred to white Russians, especially the serfs, as “barbarians of the north” and “semi-civilised boors”.29

Savagery, however, did not always bear demeaning and negative connotations. Together with the stadial theory, the Enlightenment begot the idea of the noble savage, popularised by the likes of Rousseau as a way to expose the “warts” of civilisation.30 Unlike the two quasi-theological concepts discussed immediately above, the noble savage was a secular, albeit an imaginary creation. In contrast to the grotesque mediaeval canocephali and monopods, the noble savage possessed an ideal human form. But similar to all other mythological human creatures, he (I use the masculine pronoun for simplicity’s sake) was perpetually out of reach, inhabiting lands as yet undiscovered or imperfectly explored, resembling a living, breathing Phidian statue, unspoilt by avarice and unfamiliar with want. Some Europeans located the noble savage among the Amerindians, whereas others found him amidst the peoples of the South Seas. Most remarked on his vulnerability in the face of corrupting European behaviour; for once “discovered”, the noble savage almost inevitably succumbed to the pernicious influences of civilised life, which in the course of time either stripped him of his “nobility” or physically destroyed him.

Whereas the usage of savagery as a term denoting the opposite of sophistication was not a preserve of any particular social class and was primarily based on sensory observation, the notion of noble savagery, being a rather arcane philosophical construct, would have probably been familiar only to the reading public. Hence, as Richard Broome remarks, it “was very much a minority view” held by the likes of Cook, Tench and Phillip.31 Both definitions of savagery were closely linked in their emphasis on “primitivism”, but whereas one construed it in strictly negative terms, the other sought to extol the alleged moral purity and fortitude of those regarded as noble savages. The latter were inevitably found in the state of nature, which David Collins, the first judge-advocate of the colony, described as a condition “common to all men previous to their uniting in society”.32 Edward Gibbon, referring to a man in “an extreme and absolute state of nature” as “human savage”, saw him as “naked both in mind and body, and destitute of laws, of arts, of ideas, and almost of language”.33 Gibbon’s interpretation of savagery would survive well into the twentieth century, whereas the instances of identification of the Aborigines with Rousseau’s noble savage from the mid-1850s would become exceptionally rare. On the contrary, commentators like Gideon Lang increasingly poured scorn on such poetic, “fine weather” depictions of Aboriginal existence, characterising it as “remarkable for nothing so much as its unmitigated wretchedness”.34 The majority of contemporary Australian historians recognise the all-pervasiveness of the idea of savagery in early depictions of Aborigines, often focusing disproportionally on its pejorative connotations, while generally understating, if not entirely overlooking, its original neutral, non-racialist overtones grounded in the notions of historical progress and material advancement.35

The contribution of Scottish Enlightenment theorists to the discourse of race, having been briefly discussed previously, it still remains important to point out the growing importance of race in the nineteenth century as an attribute of identity incorporating both physical and cultural components.36 The “failures” and “half-successes” of the numerous attempts to “civilise” indigenous peoples during the 1810s–1840s had dealt a heavy blow to the Enlightenment belief in the universal human capacity (and willingness) for advancement. But race, as a notion, was not simply born out of frustration with those who resisted “improvement”. Catherine Hall argues that race, as “a new category” owes its origin to “colonial encounters”, which became more frequent during the age of empire. The meanings of race, however, “have always shifted and been contested and challenged”. The Enlightenment, according to Hall, also had a role to play in the formation of the notion of race by “inaugurat[ing] a debate about racial types” when “the natural scientists began to make human races an object of study, laboring to produce a schema out of the immense varieties of human life”.37 The 1830s became a watershed period in the perception of Aboriginal and African peoples as “both science and religion pointed out to the possibility of improvements” and “Africans were not condemned to a permanent condition of barbarism, and the mood was optimistic”. The underlying assumption of European superiority rendered “the construction of native peoples as childlike younger brothers and sisters” very unstable. “Once Aboriginal or African peoples were seen as not in their brother’s image”, concludes Hall, “the seeds of other ways of perceiving these ‘natives’ were already contained in the interstices of the philanthropic mind”.38

In mid-1840 Robert Chambers, in an attempt to “connect the natural sciences into a history of creation” still insisted that “the colour and other physiological characters were of a … superficial and accidental nature” and “[t]he style of living is ascertained to have a powerful effect in modifying the human nature”.39 Just over half a decade later Robert Knox already ardently affirmed that “the races of men, when carefully examined, will be found to show remarkable organic difference” and “are not convertible into each other by any contrivance whatsoever”. Knox’s virulent broadside, however, was not solely directed against the monogenism of Blumenbach and Pritchard. Knox also did little to hide his derision of the Enlightenment theory of universal human progress, calling it “wild and fanciful”. His cold scepticism of the theory partially drew on the British civilising experience in Australia, to which he referred in the book. Regarding the mainland Aborigines as “miserably sunk” and immune to “improvement”, Knox forecast their impending evanescence. He was certain that they were bound to meet the same fate as their Tasmanian brothers, of whom the island had allegedly been “cleared out”.40 The growing acceptance of Knox’s racialist speculations in the metropole, combined with the widespread disillusionment with Aboriginal potential for advancement and their rapidly shrinking numbers, doubtless influenced the government’s decision to abolish the Port Phillip Aboriginal Protectorate in 1850. On the other hand, the fact that such a costly, and albeit imperfectly conceived secular scheme as the Protectorate, endured for over a decade, testifies not only to the relative strength of the post-abolitionist philanthropic momentum but also to the abiding legacy of the Enlightenment conviction in the perfectibility of mankind through sedentism, agriculture and education in “useful arts”.

Last but not least, it is important to briefly touch upon the idea of social progress itself. In this post-truth world defined by an ever shrinking set of shared moral and epistemic certitudes the notion that societies, given the right set of conditions, advance towards perfection seems untenable. Without getting bogged down in abstract philosophical discussion of what this utopian society would be like, or whether it will ever materialise, we can observe that throughout its history humanity, as a whole, albeit not without a number of setbacks, has been advancing both socially and technologically. This relatively straightforward notion, however, is far from being universally accepted. Postmodern theorists, for example, consider the idea of social and intellectual progress as one of the many erroneous meta-narratives, that took hold of the Western imagination during the eighteenth century. If this were indeed the case, they will also have to explain why the emergence of their own extremely sophisticated critique of social progress and indeed of their entire movement ought not to be regarded as proof of the opposite.

In early Australia, as in Europe, social progressed was measured by the state of civic institutions, the rule of law, public morality, general prosperity and material improvement. Unlike Scotland or France, Australia did have to develop its own distinct version of intellectual Enlightenment, instead importing many of its theoretical components, including the idea of social progress directly from the metropole. But while Britain was in the grip of the Industrial Revolution, Australia, as one of the “new settler societies” was still a moribund colony expanding at a very slow and incremental pace. James Belich dates the beginning of the expansion of settler Australasia to the end of the 1820s, which he attributes primarily to the steadily increasing migration of free respectable settlers and the emergence of a “lively private land market”.41 The latter remained very buoyant until the financial crisis of the early 1840s put a temporary brake on economic growth, resulting in numerous bankruptcies and net emigration from the colonies.

Unlike Britain, which could measure its progress by the rate of industrial growth and explosive urbanisation, Australia had to draw on other sources for its development. In the absence of any civil and manufacturing infrastructure, plagued by the dearth of available labour, and having to fend for themselves during the first years of the colony that teetered on the brink of starvation, the settlers had very little choice but to embark on pastoral expansion. This process was slow to take off but even during its early stage, it almost immediately brought Europeans into conflict with the Aborigines, who understandably resisted European encroachments on their land. The following several decades saw Aboriginal resistance quashed and the Aborigines themselves dispossessed from their traditional lands. In some cases this dispossession was brutal and total. In the colony of Van Diemen’s Land Aboriginal dispossession was so intensive and violent, that it is widely regarded as an archetypal example of genocide perpetrated against any indigenous people by Europeans. Elsewhere the Australian colonial frontier also witnessed a fair share of violent encounters occasionally resulting in copious bloodshed and the loss of life on both sides. The Aborigines, being too ill-equipped and disunited to effectively resist the land-hungry squatters, inevitably suffered defeat and dispossession. The exponentially increasing volume of studies exploring this and other facets of the Aboriginal colonial and frontier experience specifically reflect the striking depth and complexity of the subject, which is likely to continue to be a fruitful area for future research.42

Consequently the pursuit of progress and prosperity in Australia was premised on and tarnished by the expulsion of the Aboriginal people from their ancestral lands. They were the ones who ended up paying the bill for bringing Australia into modernity. But while it is important not to understate this instance of gross historical injustice and seek to redress it, it is also necessary to point out that the theory of social progress was not one of the prime movers in the drive for European imperial expansion. Rather, it was a way of making sense of a long historical process, which had led to the apparent superiority of European nations and their institutions. These “superior” institutions and mores were deemed worthy of dissemination, preferably, but not always exclusively, by peaceful means and as part of the already ongoing European expansion. It is necessary to emphasise here that this territorial expansion would have proceeded regardless of whether or not the concept of social progress, as a comprehensive explanation of European ascendance, came to fruition. The subsequent civilising attempts, therefore, may be viewed as an exercise in rigid moral absolutism, which in the Middle Ages resulted in crusades, but in the more enlightened eighteenth century assumed the form of cultural assimilation underpinned by occasional coercive violence.

A sceptically inclined reader may want to pause and consider the vim and vigour with which the Western powers spread their cultural norms and impose democracy, presently thought to be a superior form of government, sometimes even by force of arms, upon conservative societies with no prior history of democratic rule and vague appreciation of human rights, before dismissing my thesis out of hand. The continuing explicit and tacit public approval of such political and military interventions in Western democracies indicates that appetite for “civilising” or “improving” the other, having adopted a new, rather more subtle, humanitarian guise, is by no means dead. I hope it will help the reader to put things into perspective.

In the second half of the nineteenth century many English intellectuals, especially Herbert Spencer, when speculating on the subject of social progress, indeed applied the theory retrospectively as an indirect validation of British rule. In the 1770s, however, most social theorists would have scoffed at the idea that there was a need to justify empire at all. Empires had been around for several millennia. The achievements of Rome, the greatest of all ancient empires, were thought worthy of imitation. The brutality and oppression of imperial rule, however, were also generally acknowledged. Edward Gibbon, the most distinguished scholar of Ancient Rome in the eighteenth century, famously quipped that “[t]he history of empires is that of the miseries of humankind”.43

Human miseries notwithstanding, all major contemporary powers were empires. Whereas some empires, like Russian and the Ottoman were land-based or continental, others, like the British, the Dutch and the Portuguese, were maritime. Empires were ubiquitous and accepted as an inescapable, if vaguely understood, fact of life. If this realisation still failed to assuage one’s moral scruples, one could always fall back on the authority of the scriptures, which on the face of it encouraged the establishment of overseas colonies. The Bible, regarded by most as the ultimate source of moral authority, commanded Christians to “be fruitful … multiply and replenish the earth”,44 thus making colonisation perfectly acceptable as long as it was, or strove to be, humane.

The Spanish rule in the New World being widely decried as excessively brutal by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British commentators, many wished to see their empire as a force for good. William Robertson in his History of America thus articulated the then prevalent opinion regarding the modus operandi adopted by the Spanish in Mesoamerica,


If the simplicity and innocence of the Indians had inspired the Spaniards with humanity, had softened the pride of superiority into compassion, and had induced them to improve the inhabitants of the New world, instead of oppressing them, some sudden acts of violence, like the too rigorous chastisement of impatient instructors, might have been related without horror. But, unfortunately, this consciousness of superiority operated in a different manner. The Spaniards were so far beyond the natives of America in improvement of every kind, that they viewed them with contempt. They conceived the Americans to be beings of an inferior nature, who were not entitled to the rights and privileges of men. In peace they subjected them to servitude. In war, they paid no regard to those laws, which, by a tacit convention between contending nations, regulate hostility, and set some bounds to its rage. They considered them as men not fighting for their liberty, but as slaves who had revolted against their masters.45



The unwillingness to be equated to the Spanish in their treatment of native peoples, combined with the growth of humanitarian abolitionist sentiment in early nineteenth-century Britain, engendered calls for “moral” colonisation. The majority of observers recognised the fact “that colonisation was flawed but might be done better, and that a humane, Christian or honourable colonisation was required”.46 Even committed humanitarians like John Dunmore Lang were deeply convinced that only “the emigration of industrious and virtuous individuals from the mother country to Australia”, would ensure “the welfare and advancement of the colony”.47 The first European immigrants, who arrived in Port Jackson with the First Fleet were far removed from the accepted image of the ideal settler. They were convicted felons expelled from their mother country for crimes of varying severity and, therefore, were neither honourable nor willing agents of British colonisation. On the other hand, their appearance on the shores of New Holland was a potent indicator of social progress, for instead of being confined in old decommissioned hulks or exiled to the malaria-ridden West Africa, which had been attempted in 1775–1776 resulting in “an alarming expenditure of human life”, they were transported to New South Wales, “where the climate is healthy and the means of support are attainable”.48

Seven hundred or so of bedraggled wretches, accompanied by four companies of marines with their wives and children, officials and ships’ crews, were probably the most unlikely disseminators of European civilisation and progress. Yet they were the ones who set in motion the long and cataclysmic process of imposing modernity on the continent and the people that time had seemingly forgotten. The five chapters that make up this book describe how they went about modernising the people.



Structure of This Book

This book adopts an approach that is both chronological and thematic and is comprised of six chapters. Chapter 1 begins by providing the historical, political and social context that led to the rise of the stadial theories and explains their place within the conjectural history. It then goes on to examine the writings of the early European colonists and explorers in order to bring out their views as regards the place the Aborigines occupied on the ladder of human development. I demonstrate that their opinions largely coincided with the philosophical notion of the “gradations of barbarism”, developed by the eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment theorists. Despite being regarded by Europeans as one of the least civilised peoples, the Aborigines, like all other humans, were thought to be capable of advancement when given some impetus to do so. Influenced by such assumptions, the educated British colonists were convinced that they possessed the necessary competence and means to help them along the set path towards civilisation, regardless of whether the Aborigines would be willing to embark on this journey or not.

Chapter 2 treats of the influence of the idea of social progress, embodied by the stadial theory, on the course and character of the “civilising” mission in early New South Wales. Spanning the first two decades or so of the British Europeanising efforts, the chapter seeks to underscore the prominence of the Enlightenment-inspired view of relentless societal evolution in the assimilationist policies adopted by the early governors in relation to the Eora. In this chapter I argue that in the colonial Australian context the notions of civilisation and assimilation, or more correctly reverse assimilation, were virtually interchangeable. Reflecting the then prevalent in Britain belief that the Britons were the leaders in the march of civilisation, colonial administrators adopted a range of civilising measures designed to phase out the “archaic” Aboriginal practices and usages and replace them with those of Europe and Britain. Some of those measures, such as the introduction of clothing, food and alcohol, were not only envisioned as the tools of the civilising process but also as a means of rendering the Aborigines dependent on the British colonists.

Chapter 3 concentrates on Lachlan Macquarie’s “civilising” measures. The chief contention of the chapter is that Macquarie’s personal advancement to the exalted post of Governor of New South Wales combined with the rapid economic and social development of his native Scotland in the eighteenth century had a profound influence on the way he perceived and treated the Aborigines. The chapter also emphases Macquarie’s commitment to the “civilising” methodologies grounded in the assumptions of the stadial theory, according to which social progress was predicated on the abandonment of nomadism in favour of fixed settlement and the adoption of agriculture as the main mode of gaining subsistence.

Chapter 4 looks at the Protestant attempts to convert the Aborigines to Christianity. Commencing with the chaplaincy of Richard Johnson, the chapter covers the most significant of the Christianising endeav-ours carried out by the colonial government and Protestant missionary societies. Their missionaries, while adopting the hierarchical view of indigenous peoples, simultaneously dismissed race as an impediment to development, which demonstrates that their views bore more than just a passing resemblance to the progressive ideas of Enlightenment philosophers. In their attempts to introduce agriculture and “mechanical arts” the missionaries were not only trying to eradicate indolence, considered by them as incompatible with Christian ethics, but also to “advance the Aborigines in the scale of civilisation”. Dwelling on the substance of the “civilisation-Christianisation” debate and its influence on the nature of the evangelising strategies, the chapter highlights the preponderance of secular “civilising” approaches, reluctantly adopted by the missionaries in the face of the Aborigines’ unabated rejection of the alien to them religious doctrine.

Chapter 5 traces the genesis of the Port Phillip Aborigines Protectorate, perhaps the most grandiose state-sponsored “civilising” project, given its objectives, funding and duration, to emerge in the British Empire in the first half of the nineteenth century. As a manifestation of the post-abolition desire to redress the negative consequences of British colonial expansion, the measure sought to prevent the brutal treatment of Port Phillip’s indigenous people as well as to simultaneously Europeanise them. Before outlining how the scheme was conceived, the chapter describes pre-contact Victorian Aboriginal society and the government’s attempts to control pastoral expansion into the district. The chapter then proceeds to discuss the contributions of John Dunmore Lang and George Arthur towards the establishment of the machinery of the Protectorate. The chapter concludes with the analysis of the press coverage of the Myall Creek trials and the challenges and practical difficulties that were experienced by the protectors in trying to get the scheme off the ground.

Chapter 6 examines the failure of the Protectorate against the background of the clash of the two related Enlightenment visions of improvement, where one focused on the improvability of humankind, as a whole, whereas the other advocated the amelioration of what was known as “waste lands”. In this chapter I dwell on the progress of the scheme and the “civilising” activities of the protectors, beginning with their departure for the allocated districts and concluding with the official abolition of the Protectorate in the late 1840s. While paying particular attention to the civilising methods adopted by the protectors, I analyse the causes that led to the abolition of the Protectorate, which occurred despite a general softening of squatters’ attitudes towards the Aborigines, who were seen by Europeans as being in a state of irreversible decline.





Note on Text and Language

As a discussion of European-Aboriginal contact this book inevitably contains names and pictorial representations of Aboriginal people, which some Aboriginal readers may either find offensive or consider their viewing incompatible with their religious beliefs. Such readers are advised to consult the table of contents in order to familiarise themselves with the exact location of these images so that they can avoid accidentally chancing upon them.

Until comparatively recently, spellings of Aboriginal names and words were not standardised, which is in part due to the fact that all Aboriginal languages in their pre-colonial condition did not develop writing as well as to the failure of the European ear to perceive and the tongue to render several uniquely Aboriginal sounds.49 In 1996 Ian D. Clark made an attempt to create a unified spelling for the Kulin clans of Victoria50 but given the prior variations in rendering these and other names in primary sources and modern historiography, I found it impossible to keep them identical in every case. I do not, however, believe that such minor differences can seriously inhibit the reader’s ability to recognise to who or what is being referred.

When citing eighteenth-century texts, I, in order to minimise any potential confusion, avoid reproducing what is known as the long s or medial s represented by what is mistakenly thought of as the lowercase f. Thus progrefs becomes progress, phyfical—physical, arifing—arising, etc.
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